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Reflections on the Implementation of Best Practices in Child and Family Focused
University-Community Partnerships
Abstract
University-community partnerships (UCPs) are increasingly utilized to address issues in
education. In this paper, we present reflections on best practices for child- and family-focused
UCPs. These reflections emerged before, during and after a convening that brought together
representatives from five UCPs in the United States that emphasized early-childhood
development and received funding from the same philanthropic source. The convening elicited
perspectives on best practices for UCPs, and identified community- and university-related
contextual factors that affected implementation of these best practices. The findings from this
study will contribute to the enhancement of future UCPs in education.

4
IMPACT OF CONTEXT ON PARTNERSHIP BEST PRACTICES
Introduction
University-community partnerships (UCPs) are typically defined as long-term
collaborations formed between higher education institutions and community-based organizations
(frequently schools) to accomplish mutually determined and mutually beneficial goals (Fisher,
Fabriquant & Simmons, 2004; Holton, Early, Jettner, & Shaw, 2015; Suarez-Balcazar et al.,
2004; Walsh, Thompson, Howard, Montes, & Garvin, 2000; Walsh & Park-Taylor, 2003). Many
universities have participated in UCPs as a way to address pervasive societal problems. This
response represents a shift in universities’ traditional role of “remaining distant from and passing
knowledge on to the community” (Walsh, et al., 2000, p. 94). High-quality UCPs strive to
establish symmetrical collaborations in which partners are “co-learners” and “share the power of
the knowledge they each hold” (Walsh, Brabeck, Howard, Sherman, & Montes, 2000, p. 8).
UCPs can serve as a vehicle to promote interdisciplinary and inter-professional collaborations –
both within the university and among community-based organizations – as a result of the
recognition that complex societal problems cannot be solved by a single profession alone.
A new understanding of the potential and power of UCPs has led to a steady growth in
UCP number and variety over the past few decades (Cooper, Kotval-K, Kotval, & Mullin, 2014;
Fisher et al, 2004; Strier & Schechter, 2016; Walsh, Brabeck, & Howard, 1999). The increase in
UCPs has led to a burgeoning of publications that assess their impact. A review of the UCPrelated literature indicates that the majority of publications focus on a single UCP (Allen-Gil,
Walker, Thomas, Shevory, & Elan, 2005; Austin, Briar-Lawson, King-Ingham, Spicer, & Davis,
2005; Barnes et al., 2009; Benson & Harkavy, 2010; Bowen & Martens, 2006; Coburn, Bae, &
Turner, 2008; Dumbauld, Kalichman, Bell, Dagnino, & Taras, 2014; Fox, Mattek, & Gresl,
2013; Lewis, Kusmaul, Elze, & Butler, 2016; Lopez Turley & Stevens, 2015; Miller & Hafner,
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2008; Patrizio, 2013; Patterson, Cronley, West, & Lantz, 2014; Reich, Kay & Lin, 2015; Strier &
Shechter, 2016; Walsh et al., 2000; White, 2010; Wright & Suro, 2014). A smaller number of
publications compare and contrast two or more UCPs, and few, if any, studies draw together
reflections from multiple UCPs with a shared mission and vision (Begun, Berger, Otto-Salaj, &
Rose, 2010; Brookman-Frazee et al., 2016; Buys & Bursnall, 2007; Cooper et al., 2014; Drahota
et al., 2016; Holton et al., 2015; Sandy & Holland, 2006; Vidal, Nye, Walker, Manjaerrez, &
Romanik, 2002).
UCPs can vary significantly from one another with respect to the purpose of partnership
formation, focus of the partnership, disciplines or professional fields involved, number of
community-based organizations involved, number of community members being served, number
of university departments/faculty involved, and source, length and amount of funding (Begun et
al., 2010; Brookman-Frazee et al., 2016; Buys & Bursnall, 2007; Cooper et al., 2014; Drahota et
al., 2016; Sandy & Holland, 2006; Vidal et al., 2002). Some of these variations can be attributed
to characteristics of the university involved in the UCP, while others are related to characteristics
of the partnering community and/or community-based organizations.
The literature also points to a number of commonalities across effective partnerships,
including: unified vision for partnership goals and mission (Bosma et al., 2010; CCPH Board of
Directors, 2013; Coburn et al., 2008), shared power, resources, and accountability (Austin et al.,
2005; CCPH Board of Directors, 2013; McNall, Reed, Brown, & Allen, 2008; Reich et al., 2015;
Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2004), trusting and respectful relationships (Bosma et al.,2010; Franz,
2005; Gerstenblatt & Gilbert, 2014; Holland, 2005; McNall et al., 2008; Patterson et al., 2014;
Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2004), and comprehensive evaluation (Harkavy, 2005; Miller & Hafner,
2008; Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2004). The articulation of effective strategies across various UCPs
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has allowed for a distillation of “best practices” – that is, widely-used approaches that seem to
undergird partnership effectiveness (Walsh et al., 1999).
The Current Reflection
With a UCP literature base that relies heavily on single case study examples, it is difficult
to determine how contextual factors influence the implementation of best practices across
multiple UCPs. In this study, we address this gap by reflecting upon data collected from a unique
opportunity to examine the implementation of best practices across five UCPs that shared a
number of foundational characteristics: they had formed responses to a request for proposals
from a single philanthropic foundation, they had a focus on early childhood development, and
they were all affiliated with religiously-sponsored universities. These common characteristics
served as the foundation from which UCP participant perspectives on the implementation of best
practices could be investigated and thoroughly understood. These five UCPs each sent a
representative to a two-day convening to share their wisdom and experiences.
Data gathered from the process of the convening (throughout the preparation for the
convening, during the convening, and from the debrief of the convening) provided an excellent
opportunity to use the collective knowledge of UCP participants to examine the unique contexts
of each university and each partnering community or community-based organization (e.g.,
university or community partner culture, available resources, partnership relationship, etc.), and
how implementation of best practices varied across these UCPs despite their contextual
commonalities. This examination resulted in the identification of five best practices in
university-community partnerships, and the ways in which university-based and communitybased contextual factors impacted implementation of best practices.
Reflective Approach
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Participating UCPs
Five UCPs were represented at the convening by six UCP leaders (four principal
investigators and two co-principal investigators). Four participants were tenured or tenure-track
faculty, one was a full-time university staff member, and one was a part-time university staff
member who also worked in the community. The UCPs represented universities that were
scattered across the United States, from the East Coast (Massachusetts and Washington, DC) to
the Midwest, and the West (Ohio, Minnesota and Montana). Four of the universities were located
in urban settings, and one was located in a small city in a predominantly rural state.
These UCPs were formed in response to their successful application for a grant from the
Better Way Foundation, which is self-described as a family foundation committed to early
childhood development. The original request for proposals was based on the Foundation’s desire
to promote collaborations amongst “Catholic universities, early childhood development centers,
and other service providers” due to a belief that “partnerships between academics, practitioners,
caregivers and communities are important in creating integrated development programs that can
address the wide range of cognitive, emotional, and physical needs of children” (Better Way
Foundation, 2016). Informed by the existing literature, the Foundation believes that, particularly
in low-income communities, intentional and sustained collaborations between universities and
community-based organizations leads to innovative strategies and better outcomes for young
children and their families. The Foundation also believes that this type of collaboration enriches
the teaching and research efforts of the university.
In light of their response to the same request for proposals, the represented UCPs all met
the following criteria: 1) they focused on preparing young children for entry into primary school,
2) they were multi-disciplinary and collaborative in nature, and 3) they engaged numerous

8
IMPACT OF CONTEXT ON PARTNERSHIP BEST PRACTICES
“experts” in the field to build capacity for high-quality services and supports in the early
childhood domain. The foundation awarded funding over one or two three-year grant cycles, and
all of the partnerships had either just completed, or were in the final stages of, a funding cycle.
Some of the partnerships were extensions or expansions of existing partnership efforts, while
others were new initiatives that resulted directly from the funding. Despite their commonalities,
there were also several differences among the partnerships, including their specific amount and
length of funding, and their precise partnership objectives (i.e., community education,
community relationship building, creation of professional development opportunities, expansion
and support of existing community-based organizations, feedback on current community
services).
The community-based organizations associated with these UCPs demonstrated both
similarities and differences. Nearly all of the community-based organizations across the five
partnerships were focused on serving low-income, early childhood populations, though not
necessarily exclusively. However, the scope of the community-based organizations differed
significantly, with some operating at a local level, and others at state, regional, or national levels.
Primary Data Sources
Primary data sources include: (1) notes from phone conferences prior to the convening to
collaboratively plan the convening goals and agenda, (2) transcripts from each of the five
sessions during the two-day convening, (3)Powerpoint presentations that participants utilized
during the convening, and (4) reflections on the process of preparing for, participating in, and
consolidating knowledge from the convening.
The UCP participants co-designed the format and topics of the convening agenda. Prior
to the meeting, participants engaged in a series of three one-hour conference calls, during which
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they briefly described the goals and activities of their respective UCPs, identified possible
discussion topics, reflected on a literature review on UCPs, designed a framework for the
conversation focusing on best practices, and specified the convening agenda. Participants agreed
to focus the conversation on the ways in which they had executed the best practices, including
how implementation varied across contexts. The group organized the convening schedule into
sessions that mirrored what they termed as the “lifecycle” of a partnership (i.e., initiating,
implementing, evaluating, and sustaining a partnership), with a focus on how they had
implemented the core best practices within each project stage.
Thus, preparation for the convening promoted initial reflection on the process of
developing a UCP. The actual convening promoted further reflection through knowledge sharing
and dialogue. Meanwhile, the retrospective analysis and post-convening reflections (prompted
through probing open-ended questions) allowed for even deeper reflection. In summary, data
collection and reflection was an iterative and in-depth process.
Reflective Method
All documentation (pre-convening phone conference notes, convening transcripts,
reflective writings and participant Powerpoint presentations) was synthesized, and then entered
into Atlast.ti software and analyzed by two research assistants. Qualitative analysis took place in
several iterations using techniques derived from qualitative research methods, including thematic
content analysis, constant comparison and memoing.
First, after a preliminary review, the two researchers entered into the immersion process
by reading through all documentation and writing memos (reflective analytical notes). Each
researcher independently analyzed transcripts and PowerPoint presentations from the convening.
Initial codes were independently generated before the two researchers came together to compare
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and discuss codes. Once the codebook was completed, the two researchers separately coded the
qualitative data, sentence by sentence (Charmaz, 2008; Walker & Myrick, 2006). After this
independent analysis, the two researchers met once more to compare, identify, and address
discrepancies and convergences in coding (Nowell, Norris, White & Moules, 2017). Constant
comparison of codes to raw data facilitated the discussion and updating of the meaning of codes,
as consensus was established between both researchers (Charmaz, 2008; Nowell et al., 2017).
Thematic content analysis is a foundational and objective qualitative analytic procedure
that aims to group information into common themes to capture the collective picture of the
participants’ voices (Anderson, 1998; Anderson, 2004; Creswell, 1998). As frequent and
significant codes began to emerge, patterns emerging from the data guided the grouping of codes
into categories (Charmaz, 2008; Walker & Myrick, 2006). Researchers continued to utilize the
constant comparative method and triangulation of data as categories and codes grounded in the
data were generated, discussed, and merged over several iterations (Charmaz, 2008; Cho & Lee,
2014; Nowell et al., 2017; Walker & Myrick, 2006).
Once the two researchers came to an agreement on codes, they reviewed the output a
final time to jointly discuss the coded qualitative data and compare it with the updated
categories. After this iterative process was completed, the codes and categories were sent to the
six UCP participants for member checking, which helped establish the trustworthiness and
credibility of the analysis (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Of the six participants, five responded. Of
those five participants who responded, all agreed with the generated codes and categories. It
should be noted that there were only two codes that participants agreed applied to the projects
discussed at the convening, but not to their respective partnerships at their current stage of
partnership work. After comparing the data to the codes once more, the two researchers changed
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the wording of the codes to more accurately reflect the data and the participants’ perspectives.
Memos were utilized to understand why decisions were made and how codes related to data,
categories and themes (Charmaz, 2008; Nowell et al., 2017). Rigorous analysis of the collected
data enabled deeper and more systematic reflection and insights on best practices.
The Impact of Community and University Contextual Factors on Best Practices
A thorough examination of the data, driven by qualitative theory, offered an opportunity
to build upon previous analyses in the UCP literature by integrating information on the five
UCPs that shared a number of foundational characteristics. The data revealed a number of
contextual factors and their impact on the operationalization of five best practices, which were
also extrapolated from the data collected from the convening.
The best practices that emerged at the convening represent knowledge that joins research
and practice, and provide guidelines and indicators of effectiveness for future partnerships. The
best practices were: (1) building trust, (2) agreeing on a theory of change, (3) creating structures
and/or systems for collaboration, (4) balancing research and action, and (5) designing UCPs for
sustainability, scale, and/or dissemination. University-related contextual factors that emerged
from the analysis include: size of the university, number of universities within the same
geographic area, university funding sources, existing organizational and institutional structures,
number of university faculty and students engaged in the partnership work, and the university’s
history of collaboration with the community and community-based organizations. Communityrelated contextual factors include: geographic location or landscape (e.g., rural vs urban), number
of community-based organizations involved in the partnership, demographic and ethno-cultural
make-up of the community, and the community’s history of collaborating with the university.
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The qualitative data collected from the convening sessions and subsequent analyses
suggested that community and university contextual factors, as well as the interaction between
these contextual factors, influenced the implementation of best practices in UCP work. For this
reason, each best practice will be described in conjunction with the corresponding contextual
factors that appeared, from the data, to most affect its implementation.
(1) Building trust is key in partnership development and continuation
All of the participants in the convening agreed on the critical role of trust and spent a
significant time discussing this best practice given their agreement that, without trust, partnership
work is impossible. However, they could not reduce the “how” of trust building to a single
formula or set of strategies. All of the participants noted that establishing a trusting relationship
requires transparency, open discussion, time, and hard work. Once a strong foundation of trust is
built, partnership work can proceed smoothly, at a quicker pace, and more successfully confront
inevitable challenges. One convening participant described trust building as “going slow to go
fast.” The process of building trust, however, varied across partnerships due to the impact of a
number of contextual factors related to both the community-based organizations and the
university, which will be explored further in-depth below.
Contextual factors related to the community that impacted trust building included: (1)
sociocultural history of the community population, and (2) prior trust between the communitybased organizations engaged in the partnership.
Convening members noted that each community-based organization involved in their
partnerships was unique with respect to its own sociocultural history and the sociocultural
history of the population it serves. Trust building became complicated when the population of
the university did not mirror the demographic makeup and experiences of the community.
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Further, in some communities, community members’ past and present experiences of racial,
ethnic, or class-based discrimination led to reluctance to collaborate with “outsiders.” For
example, one convening participant reported that their UCP included a local Native American
community. This participant described the importance, in trust building, of acknowledging and
addressing the oppression and discrimination Native American people have faced both in their
local communities and, more generally, as a minority group in the United States. The convening
UCPs agreed that acknowledgement of community-based concerns must take place not only at
the start of a partnership, but throughout the partnership’s lifecycle. In the example of the Native
American population, a signed agreement was composed stating that no decision about the
progress of the project would be made without the collective agreement of university-based and
community-based partnership leaders. Other trust building strategies identified at the convening
for addressing the community’s sociocultural history involved having explicit conversations
about sources of mistrust (e.g., unfair treatment by members of society’s dominant culture,
which might include university staff) and discussing the specific ways in which the university
would honor all agreements throughout partnership work.
The second community contextual factor impacting trust building identified at the
convening relates to prior relationships between each of the community-based organizations
engaged in the partnership. This contextusl factor includes both the role each agency played prior
to the partnership, as well as the role each might play while involved in partnership work. It was
found that if various agencies or institutions within a geographic area deliver similar services, are
unfamiliar with the specifics of one another’s work, and/or do not have existing working
relationships, there might be a sense of competition once they become involved in the
partnership. One represented UCP partnered with multiple community-based organizations that
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delivered similar early childcare and child development services and did not have prior
experiences collaborating with one another. To address this community context-related need for
collaboration, the university led the effort to promote trust building across the community-based
organizations. In a second example, the university identified a point person in the community
who had a working relationship with individual families. This university-assigned point person
facilitated trust building among these families and the community-based organizations involved
in the UCP by meeting with the individual families, connecting them to one another, responding
to their concerns, and then conveying these concerns to the participating community-based
organizations and university officials.
Contextual factors related to the university that impact trust building included: (1) the
university’s internal culture and structure, and (2) the number of universities within a single
geographic area as well as the university’s reputation within that geographic area.
The first university-related contextual factor that participants found to impact trust
building was the university’s own internal culture that inevitably affects the freedom with which
university members can act on partnership work of interest. There were barriers to engaging in
partnership work as well as university structures that inflicted stress on university members who
engaged in partnership work, leading to discontinuation of the work and/or employee burnout.
One UCP at the convening stated, “you need to have the persistence…it is also challenging to
work in an interdisciplinary way because we do not have authority over other departments, and
then the university ‘red tape’ adds an extra set of challenges as well…the combination of these
challenges can easily lead to burnout.”
The other university-related contextual factor impacting trust building that emerged from
the data is the number of universities in a single community. If the university is the only
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institution of higher education in a specific geographic location, it may be viewed by community
members as having certain expertise and, therefore, be seen as a valuable asset. In some of the
cases discussed at the convening, community members actively sought out opportunities to
collaborate with the university and share university resources. In other locations, the university
was one of many higher education institutions in a small geographic area and needed to be
cognizant of how community-based organizations previously navigated offers to collaborate with
universities, whether there were competing university offers to engage in partnerships, and/or
whether these community-based organizations were already working with other universities. One
convening member stated that trust building for their UCP was contingent upon discussing the
history of mistrust inherent in prior partnership work.
When there are multiple universities in a single city, a university can be put in the
position of competing for opportunities to develop partnerships (e.g., a neighborhood school that
is saturated with programming and research efforts). For example, one of the represented
partnerships existed in a context with numerous large universities. University-based leaders from
this UCP worked from the outset to engage community members and agencies in co-constructing
partnership goals, and co-managing the partnership process and work. In a large city like that of
this convening partnership, this involved identifying, and inviting to the table, the hundreds of
community agencies in the community. Only once all partners were at the table could the trustbuilding processes begin. The co-constructive approach stood in contrast to the approach used by
other universities in the area who offered monetary donations to the community rather than
offering collaboration and implementation of programs on the ground. This example illuminates
why the university must be aware of its own placement within the context of surrounding
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universities, as well as the importance of co-construction of partnership goals with the
community for true trust building to occur.
It is clear from these examples that regardless of how university and community-based
organizations initiate partnerships, trust is a critical ingredient for stable foundations and
successful continuations, a finding that is echoed across the extant UCP literature (Bosma et al.,
2010; Franz, 2005; Gerstenblatt & Gilbr, 20014; McNall et al., 2008; Patterson et al., 2014;
Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2004).
(2) Sharing conceptual framework and/or theory of change among partners promotes
progress
Prior to delving into the second best practice regarding a shared conceptual framework or
“theory of change”, we will first present the definition of theory of change derived from both the
broader and UCP-focused literature bases (Bosma et al., 2010; Coburn et al., 2008; Maurasse,
2002). A theory of change is typically thought of as the mechanism by which activities lead to
outcomes; it is the conceptual “how” and “why” of partnership work rather than the “what”
(Connel & Kubisch, 1998). Ultimately, partners within a UCP will collaboratively define the
specific “problem” “or “issue” that they seek to address and then come to an agreement on a
proposed strategy for action (Maurasse, 2002; Walsh et al., 2000). This co-developed and
proposed strategy for action is then translated into a unified and actionable theory of change
(Maurasse, 2002; Walsh et al., 2000). This definition was used at the convening when discussing
theory of change so that participants would have a shared understanding to ground conversations.
As an example, in one of the participating partnerships, the public school, community-based
partners, and the university all agreed that changing the delivery system for student support in
schools would lead to improved academic outcomes and student thriving. With this shared
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understanding as a guide, partners could work together toward creating a codified student
support delivery system.
While all the partners agreed that developing a conceptual framework or theory of change
is critical to an effective partnership, member checking revealed that only three of the five
projects found this to be central to their partnership work. The two partnerships that did not find
the development of a shared conceptual framework/theory of change as integral to their
partnership stated that their unique contextual factors allowed for greater pre-existing shared
understandings; in other words, these two UCPs did not need to develop these understandings as
part of the partnership work (e.g. “because of the Catholic mission of the university, the
university got the purpose of the project and the work from the beginning”).
Agreeing upon a shared theory of change was found to be impacted by two contextual
factors: (1) community cohesion, and (2) the degree to which the university prioritizes
community engagement as part of its mission.
According to participants, community cohesion around a theory of change plays a
significant role in partnership success. For instance, it was possible that a community and/or
community-based organization had already pre-emptively identified an issue and agreed on the
strategies for addressing it. There also were instances in which multiple stakeholders within the
community (e.g., families or schools) were focused on addressing the same issue, but had not yet
approached one another to share their perspective on a solution. If there was little or no preexisting cohesion, effort had to be expended toward building or identifying a shared conceptual
framework. One participant noted that this required their UCP to engage in an intensive planning
process during which “stakeholders got together to determine guiding principles” for the
development of their theory of change. The convening participants discussed and agreed that
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these “guiding principles,” which included “(1) strong relationships of trust, transparency,
respect, and equity, (2) mutual benefit of all partners, (3) shared ownership of the project and
partnership, and (4) clear roles,” were applicable to all UCPs at the convening. In practice,
community-based organizations and community members can either work on their own to form
this cohesion or can be supported by the university. Regardless of the process of developing a
shared theory of change, the community and university must align their respective theories of
change to ensure cohesion within the partnership as a whole.
Independent of the community, participants suggested that it is important to consider the
impact of the university context on creating a shared theory of change. The represented UCPs
agreed that university mission had a particularly powerful impact on this best practice. The
Catholic roots of each institution represented at the convening led to a social justice orientation
with a strong emphasis on engaging with the community. One UCP’s leader stated that theory of
change was integral to the “flag we [at this convening] fly under…that Catholic Universities
[are] not seeking knowledge for their own end, but to make the world better.” It was clear that
all of the convening partnerships involved university faculty who did not need to be convinced of
the value of co-problem-solving with community-based organizations, but rather viewed this as
part of their responsibility as faculty members. In other words, the goal of these particular faculty
from this set of universities was to co-design solutions with the community. With this shared
mission as a foundation, university-based researchers sought to develop a shared theory of
change with their community partners.
(3) Organizational structures and systems facilitate collaboration
UCP participants noted how the utilization of existing as well as the development of new
partnership-supporting organizational structures, such as committees, memoranda of agreements,
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and/or formal partnership offices in the university or in the community-based organizations,
facilitated communication and collaboration. Participants noted two contextual factors that
affected the implementation of this best practice: (1) the existence of structures in the community
that can be adapted to facilitate partnership work, and (2) the degree to which a university
already has some kind of structure for collaborating with community-based organizations.
The presence of existing structures to support UCP work varied between the represented
UCPs. While university and community-based organizations had some infrastructure that was
useful in the initial stages of planning a UCP, there were instances in which collaborative
structures and systems had to be built or customized to facilitate partnership success. The work
of the partnership was typically carried out via committees or teams comprised of universitybased and community-based representatives. One convening UCP described a “community needs
subcommittee that worked on whatever was [the] most important community need at the time.”
Members of this committee agreed to standardize the systems for engaging in UCP work,
including arranging regular meeting times and meeting spaces. Members often relied upon
organizational structures, such as virtual platforms, to facilitate continued communication, codevelop agendas in advance of meetings, and operate with transparency between meetings.
Although systems and structures varied among partnerships, they were universally critical
elements for partnership success for each of the participating UCPs.
It was also found that the participating universities varied considerably in terms of their
pre-existing structures already dedicated to partnership work (e.g., a formal community
partnership office). Convening participants agreed that the presence of pre-existing UCP
structures in the university impacted how challenging it might be to solidify partnership-specific
structures and systems. For example, if a university had a dedicated interdisciplinary community
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outreach office that had a positive working relationship with the community, it was much easier
for faculty to become engaged in partnerships. Some partnerships used multiple centers/offices
concurrently (e.g., for one convening UCP, the university partnership office and university early
education office collaborated). When no partnership-related university offices existed, it was up
to individual faculty members to reach out directly to engage community-based organizations
and create new systems. One convening UCP shared about the absence of sufficient universitybased supports for collaboration stating, “systems are outdated and were put into place to serve a
different definition of what the university does.” As another example, when building a program
in collaboration with local schools, one university faculty member met directly with principals to
form a relationship, agree upon goals, and establish a formal committee.
It was found that community partners faced a similar process as their university
counterparts of adapting existing and/or creating new structures to facilitate partnership work. As
one convening UCP leader shared, there were no pre-existing partnership structures in the rural
community with whom they partnered, making partnership service delivery more diffuse in
nature (i.e., depending on solitary individuals or small groups to travel great distances to
regularly carry out partnership work). Other convening members in more densely populated
urban communities shared how it was easier to create centralized, but not necessarily more
effective, service delivery and streamlined partnership processes (i.e., a centralized meeting
place). One convening UCP described the challenges in collaborating with the 350 community
agencies located in one urban center, stating that “how we engaged with them [community
agencies] became a project,” adding a new dimension to partnership work. By understanding the
strengths and limitations of the extant structures and systems in the community, partners could
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choose to adapt relevant systems for partnership work or to establish new organizational entities
that include representatives from both the university and community-based organizations.
As convening discussions focused on the various stages in the lifecycle of UCPs,
participants noted that organizational structures and systems continued to be necessary
throughout the course of the partnership, a finding that builds upon the literature stating that UCP
structures need to be identified at the outset of partnership work (Allen-Gil et al., 2005; Austin et
al., 2005; Goddu, Roberson, Raffel, Chin, & Peek, 2015; Harkavy, 2005; Holton et al., 2015;
Timmermans & Bouman, 2004). The structures discussed at the convening facilitated the
collection and dissemination of feedback from partners in both the university and communitybased organizations to ensure every partner’s alignment with the articulated goals.
For example, one represented UCP reported on a system that was implemented to collect
feedback from all partners. This system relied upon the “STAR” evaluation tool (Human
Systems Dynamics Institute, 2006), and ultimately provided important data across multiple
domains of partner experiences. Partners used the “STAR” tool to assess relationships and gather
feedback at the outset of the partnership, and then to periodically re-evaluate. “STAR” stood for:
(1) similarities and differences among stakeholders (the “S” in STAR), (2) processes of talking
and listening (“T”), (3) participation in authentic work (“A”), and (4) reason for coming together
(“R”). This UCP representative explained that relationship-solidifying structures and systems can
ensure that the partnership is sustained despite leadership changes and employee turnover, a
challenge that all convening members agreed is common – especially in the non-profit and
education sectors. Another UCP had five community affiliates and, with the hopes of expanding
to six, found it was necessary to “increase [the] size of the advisory board and number of parent
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events” in order to ensure partnership sustainability. In sum, when successful, these structures
and systems promoted continued progress and prevented the need to reestablish trust.
(4) Balancing research and action is necessary
Four of the six UCP representatives found balancing inquiry and action to be an
important best practice for their respective projects. This difference in opinion was found to be
due to the fact that the represented UCPs were at different stages of their work at the time they
attended the convening. While some were primarily in the implementation stage, leading to a
shared goal of action, others were in the assessment phases and thus prioritized research.
Essentially, what the UCP participants discovered was that the balance of research of action can
shift over the life cycle of the UCP.
Contextual factors found to significantly impact the balance of inquiry and action
included: (1) the community’s interest and willingness to use data to contribute to decisions and
actions, and (2) the university’s priorities with respect to research and practice.
Even when community and university partners agreed that both inquiry and action are
necessary, they sometimes disagreed on the definition of each of these terms. It was therefore
important that partners work together to reconcile their conceptions of, and intentions to carry
out, inquiry and action. For example, one represented UCP included community and university
partners with differing viewpoints on the optimal way to record and use data. In light of these
differences, the UCP leaders created a new data management system to join rigorous data
collection with provision of useful feedback to school staff. Regardless of differences in
conceptualization, it was agreed that documentation and dissemination of university-community
partnership processes enhanced and prolonged partnership outcomes.
In another partnership, community agencies said they wanted to “protect their families”
from the data collection process of the UCP, which the university representative stated was “hard

23
IMPACT OF CONTEXT ON PARTNERSHIP BEST PRACTICES
to manage when they are essentially calling for them to be ‘protected’ from the university
partner/researchers.” For this UCP, the resolution was that “we finally had a conversation about
our purpose and goals and realized we all cared about the exact same thing.” These examples
demonstrate that compromise and communication is often necessary for all partners’ goals for
action and research to be met.
Additionally, convening participants found that smaller universities may go about
balancing research and action differently from their larger university counterparts. For example,
one represented UCP partnered with a small university that relied upon a university-affiliated
community member to travel throughout a geographically dispersed area to collect data on the
partnership’s behalf. This individual understood the structures of the community-based
organizations and was familiar with leaders of these organizations. It is clear from this example
that community contextual factors such as size and population density can impact data collection
processes, dissemination, and application. For UCPs in more dispersed, rural communities it is
often the community’s capacity, with respect to technology and time, that impacts the
implementation of this best practice.
Inquiry and action were found to be important components of UCP work both
independently and in combination, a finding that is echoed in the UCP literature which also notes
that the integration of inquiry and action has helped to push forward collaborations between
universities, which are traditionally known for their scientific inquiry, and community
counterparts, which are traditionally known for their social action (Bryk, Gomez, Grunow,
LeMahieu, 2015; Harkavy, 2005; Holton et al., 2015; Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2004). For the
convening UCPs, the integration of inquiry and action led traditional research universities to
prioritize types of data that not only provide feedback to the academic community, but that also
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provide practical knowledge to the community-based partners. For example, in one represented
UCP, parents in the community were resistant to having any data collected. To address this
challenge, parents were invited onto an advisory board where their input would be utilized to
“help us design the next iteration of how we are going to assess change.” In parallel, universitybased partners agreed that community-based organizations that had never partnered with
universities in the past should be tolerant of data collection processes in recognition of the role
evaluation can play in distilling the broader implications of the partnership work.
In accordance with this best practice of balancing action and research, all of the
convening UCPs engaged in some form of evaluative process at the end of their respective
funding cycles and submitted a final report to the Better Way Foundation. Conclusions from
each of these reports were reviewed and the following common outcome themes were identified:
(1) there is a need to expand early childhood education initiatives and research, (2) collaboration
between early childhood educators and community-based agencies that serve young children and
families is critical, (3) efforts in the early childhood education sector must be interdisciplinary to
address academic, socio-emotional, health, and family-related concerns, and (4) early
intervention and screening efforts are necessary components of improving early childhood
education.
(5) Sustainability, scale, and/or dissemination are important considerations and are
differentially defined across partnerships
Participants agreed that developing an effective plan for sustainability is one of the most
challenging best practices in UCP work. This finding emerged both through conversations at the
convening and in reflections after the convening, in which many participants noted the current
statuses of their UCP work. Analyses showed that sustainability was largely dependent on
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existing partnership models, continued motivation of partners, institution-wide buy-in, and
funding/resources. Convening discussions indicated that the concept of sustainability should be
concretely addressed at the outset of every partnership, and any initial conceptualization of
sustainability may need to be revisited or reevaluated over time.
Further, participants agreed that funding sources are a primary facilitator of, and defining
influence on, sustainability at the outset of partnerships. Despite being funded by the same
foundation, the convening UCPs were on differing funding cycles and had varying funding
stipulations. Therefore, it was discussed that for partnership work to extend beyond the
inevitable end of funding, it was necessary to implement mechanisms of sustainability early on
in partnership work that would outlast the funding lifespan (e.g., conversations with the larger
university on sustaining the work, ongoing efforts to seek new funding sources).
Contextual factors associated with both the university and community-based
organizations that impacted mechanisms for sustainability included: (1) the number of
community-based organizations involved in the partnership, (2) the number of university faculty
who are engaged in the partnership, along with their roles and level of flexibility in these roles,
and (3) employee turnover and burnout in both the community and university.
As one UCP representative noted, there were instances in which the community-based
organizations originally involved in the partnership were affiliated with a larger, national
organization, making it possible for partnership work to extend beyond local community
boundaries. By working with this national organization, the UCP was able to make a broader
impact. Reciprocally, the opportunity to collaborate with larger-scale national organizations
informed and strengthened local partnership work.
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The represented UCPs recognized that the scaling process can look very different for
each partnership. In some cases, even with no overarching national system, sustainability
eventually led to scale-up efforts that involved accommodating new partners located across the
country (one convening UCP expanded partnership work to additional cities across the United
States) or addressing a greater range of needs (one convening UCP built upon initial partnership
work to add programming to schools within the same city). At other times, scaling up meant
harnessing a greater number of university resources (one convening UCP worked with students,
faculty, funders, and interdisciplinary collaborators to expand beyond just UCP representatives
in the university and the UCP’s community partners) or community resources (one UCP
cultivated partnerships with other organizations and community leaders to community-based
systems of communication) in order to meet a specified goal. Scaling could also involve
increasing capacities for data collection and complexity of data analyses to enhance project
evaluation systems. This sometimes required the creation of integrative databases that expand the
impact and scope of each partnership. One UCP, to this day, continues to upgrade its specialized
software to be more sensitive to partnership work and community partner needs, as well as to
create continuity in partnership implementation across a rapidly expanding number of
partnership sites across the United States.
With respect to the university, convening discussions and reflections showed that faculty
engagement over the lifecycle of a UCP greatly affected the sustainability of the partnership.
One convening UCP representative shared that, over time, their university’s existing
programming and invested faculty members led the university to shift from a collaborator or
director role to a more “hands-off” consultant in the partnership. This allowed for the university
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to continue supporting community-based partners while collecting and disseminating data to
further its research goals.
In other examples from the convening UCPs, the involved faculty chose to withdraw
slowly from active partnership collaboration and leave behind “tools” in the community to help
sustain the work. Depending on the needs and preferences of various community-based
organizations, these tools were either data-, action-, or relationship-oriented, or some
combination of the three. Beyond this example, the convening UCPs described a variety of
partnership-specific tools they had created to sustain their partnership work. For example, one
UCP conceptualized its data reports and dissemination as a “tool.” This UCP used partnership
data to create organized and accessible reports for community-based organizations; these
organizations could then rely upon this concrete evidence to make informed decisions about
future work. In another example of a sustainability tool, a UCP applied its findings from
partnership research to illuminate “what works”; in other words, a report back to the community
highlighting the most effective elements of their partnership’s work. This UCP hopes that
eventually these tools will be adopted by stakeholders outside of the UCP, creating ripples of
impact beyond the original partnership. Another UCP had already realized this larger ripple
effect when its tool, formulated for the purpose of family engagement, was adopted by state
leaders who then used it in family engagement work outside of the context of the UCP.
Throughout the convening discussions, participants acknowledged that UCP work can be
plagued by personnel difficulties inherent in both community and university settings, such as
burnout and employee turnover, which inevitably impact partnership sustainability. This was
particularly problematic if individuals within the university or community were the sole
champions of UCP work, in that the burnout or turnover of these individuals created major pause
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in the work or, in some extreme cases, even led to an unsustainable project. While all convening
UCPs agreed that these personnel difficulties were inherent and arguably unavoidable,
relationship building and sharing responsibilities were recognized as key towards buffering
against the impacts that turnover and burnout could bring. One convening UCP representative
highlighted the potential upside of turnover, stating:
Turnover can be a good thing: for example, we were having trouble getting
representatives from our children’s hospital to participate regularly, but now we have an
in because two of our partners left to take positions at the hospital; one key solution is to
know your people and keep track of where they go next because they tend to stay in the
same work and can deliver a message in a different setting or context.
In brief, the first step toward sustainability is creating partnership-specific tools oriented
toward maintaining relationships and platforms for collaboration, as well as informing the
development of future plans. After these tools have been built, they should be re-evaluated,
maintained, and/or adjusted over time, a process that is inevitably impacted by community
and/or university contexts. These findings from the convening present context-specific examples
of considering and revisiting sustainability, a necessary and universal process for UCPs, and has
been noted as such in the UCP literature (Austin et al., 2005; Begun et al., 2010).
Conclusion
This study, along with the implementation of the convening UCPs, is occurring at a time
in which UCPs are increasingly valued by both universities and communities. In the past, UCPs
were primarily engaged by members of the applied social science fields, but are now becoming a
more common approach in other disciplines and fields like health and ecology (Dumbauld et al.,
2014; Goddu et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2014). The distillation of best practices in the
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implementation of UCPs has provided important guidance to university faculty and community
members as they became involved in partnerships. However, as this analysis reveals, the
knowledge of best practices alone is not sufficient to enable higher-quality partnerships.
Attention to the university and community contexts in which the partnership is being
implemented is also critically important.
The specific mission of the university, the socio-cultural history of the community, the
number of university faculty and community members involved, the presence of university
and/or community structures to support the partnership, and many more factors make a key
difference in how the best practices are implemented. We believe that an awareness of the role of
these, and other, specific contextual factors will contribute to smoother implementation, more
effective outcomes, and greater sustainability in partnership work.
UCPs bring different, but valuable, benefits to both the university and the community.
UCPs offer university faculty a unique opportunity to palpate “the joining points” of research
and practice, leading to a deepening of research questions, a fleshing out of abstract questions,
and livelier classroom dialogues. For the community, UCPs can provide critical supports for
addressing a range of challenging local and national issues. Joining the abstract world of research
with the concrete world of life in communities enriches partnership work and can contribute
significantly to human progress.
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